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The Pharaoh and the Moses Within Us

By Rabbi Abe Rabinovich, Ph.D.

Last year, Ron Makar asked a powerful question: 
“Is there a little bit of Pharaoh in each one of us?”

Today, I want to say something bolder. 
Not a question—but a statement:

There is a Pharaoh within us. 
And there is also a Moses within us.

Jewish mysticism teaches that the Torah is not a history book—it is a mirror. When we read it, it 
reads us back.

So when we open this week’s parashah and hear the words:

“Vayomer Hashem el Moshe—Bo el Pharaoh.” 
“God said to Moses: Go to Pharaoh.”

God is not only speaking to Moses in Egypt. 
God is speaking to you. 
God is speaking to me.

Because every one of us knows Pharaoh. 
We’ve met him before. 
He lives right here. [tap chest]

Pharaoh is the voice that says: 
“I won’t change.” 
“I’m fine the way I am.” 
“I’ll deal with it later.”

Pharaoh is the hardened heart. 
The stiff neck. 
The part of us that digs in—even when we know we’re wrong.

1



And Moses? 
Moses is the voice that refuses to give up. 
Moses is the quiet courage that says: “Let my people go.” 
Moses is the part of us that believes freedom is possible—even when it feels impossible.

The Hasidic masters teach: 
When the Torah says “Go to Pharaoh,” it means enter the resistance. 
Don’t avoid it. 
Don’t suppress it. 
Go into it—and speak to it.

Now ask yourself honestly:

• Where has my heart become a little hard?

• Where have I turned away instead of turning back?

• Where has pride whispered louder than conscience?

• Where did I promise change… but went back to Egypt once the pressure was gone?

Those are not easy questions. 
But Torah was never meant to be easy—it was meant to be transformative.

Pharaoh, in Hebrew, is connected to the word ערֶֹף—oref, the back of the neck. 
A stiff neck. 
An unwillingness to turn.

The Torah commands:

“Do not stiffen your neck any longer.”

In other words: 
Stop locking yourself in place. 
Stop saying “this is just who I am.” 
Freedom begins the moment the neck can turn.

But here’s the surprise.

Stubbornness is not always the enemy.
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Look around this room. 
It’s freezing outside—yet you came anyway. 
That’s stubbornness. 
And it’s holy.

Kabbalah calls this Oref d’Kedushah—holy stubbornness. 
The refusal to quit. 
The refusal to give up on God. 
The refusal to give up on yourself.

The problem isn’t stubbornness. 
The problem is who’s in charge of it.

When Pharaoh controls stubbornness—it enslaves. 
When Moses guides it—it liberates.

And even Pharaoh himself teaches us something shocking.

More than once, Pharaoh stands up and says: 
“I have sinned.” 
“God is right.” 
“I am wrong.”

How many powerful people do that? 
How many of us do that—out loud?

Which brings us to an astonishing Midrash.

The Torah tells us Pharaoh survives the plagues. 
And the Midrash asks: What happened to him after the sea?

Some say he drowned. 
Others say—he lived.

The Yalkut Shimoni teaches that Pharaoh went on to become the King of Nineveh.

Yes. That Nineveh story that read on Yom Kippur during Mincah.

When Jonah walks into the city and declares: 
“Forty days and Nineveh will fall!”
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It is the king—former Pharaoh—who tears his clothes, sits in ashes, and cries out: 
“Fast! Repent! Change!”

And God listens.

The city is spared.

Imagine that transformation. 
The same man who once said, “Who is God that I should listen?” 
Now says, “Who knows? Perhaps God will forgive.”

So maybe Pharaoh’s story isn’t about evil after all. 
Maybe it’s about what happens when resistance finally learns to bow.

So I ask you today:

Who is winning inside you—Pharaoh or Moses? 
Who gets the microphone? 
Who gets the final word?

So perhaps we can even ask, somewhat boldly:
Pharaoh—zecher tzaddik livrachah?
May he be remembered among the righteous?

May we have the courage to confront our inner Pharaoh. 
May we trust our inner Moses. 
And may we turn stubbornness into strength, resistance into redemption, and narrow places into 
openness.

And let us say: Amen.
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